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We are now in the Sundays following Pentecost, the season when the church celebrates the presence of the Spirit among us.  As the words on Diana Jackson’s banner and the flag at the church entrance say, “The Spirit and the gifts are ours.”
 
One of the great gifts of our faith--of the Spirit--is forgiveness.  It’s a crucial, central aspect of our faith; but it’s never easy to put into practice.
 
A pastor friend once told me about a regular visitor at worship in their church, a man who listened intently to the Scripture and sermon.  The pastor asked him on several occasions when he planned to join the church.  Each time the man responded, “I’ll join this church when you help me understand forgiveness.”
 
We don’t have paperboys these days; but some of us remember afternoon newspapers, delivered by boys or girls who carried those papers in a big basket on the front handlebars of the bike.  I once knew an 11-year old boy, Grey, who had an afternoon paper route.  One day as he was riding along on his bike, he was tossing the papers toward his customers’ front doors.  He rode by one house and threw the paper a little harder than usual.  The paper crashed through a window.  Grey cringed and stopped his bike.  Just as he stopped a man was walking by, and the man turned to him and said, “I know how you must feel.  I was once a paper boy, and the same thing happened to me.  I felt terrible.”  Then the man went on his way.
 
Grey went home and told his parents what had happened.  With his mom’s help he wrote a note to Mrs. Jones, whose window he had broken.  She was out of town for the weekend, so he wrote in the note that he would come by on Monday afternoon and pay her for the window.  Monday came, and Greg took that money and knocked on Mrs. Jones’ door.  He explained that he came to pay for the window that he had broken when he tossed the newspaper.  Mrs. Jones said, “A man came by and paid for it already.”
 
Grey wandered home, thinking about what had happened.  When he came in the door, he said, “Mom, you won’t believe what happened.  He said, “I’m sure it was the man who saw me break the window who paid for it.”  And then he asked her, “Mom, why would he do that?”  His mom said, “I’m not sure, but I suspect that he’s a Christian.”
 
I was tempted to bring to the pulpit today a cassette tape and play you a rocking gospel song called “Jesus Dropped the Charges.”  It’s a rousing song, with catchy words:  “I was guilty of all the charges—doomed and disgraced. But Jesus, with a special love, saved me by his grace.  He pleaded, and he pleaded.  He pleaded my case.  Jesus dropped the charges.  Jesus dropped the charges. I’m saved by grace and free.”
 
“Jesus dropped the charges---for our sins, for the things we have done wrong.  This song might have been sung by the woman who came to Jesus, with her sullied reputation as a woman of the streets.  She managed to sneak into a house where Jesus was having a meal.  She had a jar of ointment in her hand.  She was weeping, so she felt some emotional distress.  She begins to bathe Jesus’ feet with her tears, and then she anoints his feet with the ointment.  Simon the Pharisee is sitting there, aghast at this odd behavior.  He says, “She’s a sinner. Stay away from her.”  
 
Notice here how Jesus reaches out to accept this woman.  He immediately starts telling a story, a parable, about a creditor who loaned 50 dollars to one person and 500 to another.  Then the creditor forgave the two loans.  And Jesus asked, “Which one of these will love the creditor more?”  The Pharisee said, “The one he forgave the most.”  “Correct!” Jesus says.  To the Pharisee he says, “Now you have done nothing to help me, but this woman has anointed my feet with ointment and dried them with her hair.  Her sins, which were many, have been forgiven.  That’s how she is able to show great love.
 
Then Jesus turns directly to the woman and says, “Your sins are forgiven.”  Jesus dropped the charges, whatever they were.
 
Do you see what else happened here?  There is a direct connection between her being forgiven and her freedom to love.  Forgiveness frees us to love.  Obviously Jesus accepted this woman who was condemned, looked down on by others.  Jesus showed her forgiveness. He “dropped the charges.”  And it led to a new life.  The woman was free to start over.
 
If we have accepted the gospel, the good news, it makes no sense to go around unforgiven—or unforgiving.  This is the great gift Jesus gives us.   The most radical thing Jesus ever did was to forgive sins!  It was forgiveness that got him into trouble, that got him killed.  The dominant culture is interested in punishment, not restoration.  We’re focused on building more jails.  People must pay the consequences of actions, yes.  But if our society was built on forgiveness, we’d have a very different society.  Jesus was in the business of forming a New Community of forgiven people.  
 
Can we forgive?  Can you forgive someone who broke our window, or who broke into your house?  Can you forgive someone who criticized you publicly?  Can we forgive —someone who turns against us, betrays us, hurts us, and demeans us?  To put it in the extreme terms, can we forgive someone who has violated our body, our life, our family? 
 
I have reminded you before of the visit of Marietta Jaeger to our church, telling us from this pulpit the story of the murder of her 7-year old daughter.  When she was filled with anger and revenge, Marietta heard God say, “I don’t want you to feel this way.”  It was then that she said, “I gave God permission to change my heart.”  After that, she went on a search to find the man who killed her daughter, and she was able to tell him that she forgave him.  Through great anguish, she forgave the man, and it freed her and released her from the burden of anger and unforgiving-ness.  Her ability to forgive was a gift from beyond herself.
 
Why do we have trouble with forgiveness?  There may be a variety of reasons for blocking forgiveness.  We may be consumed with anger and resentment.  We may have some perverse need to beat up on ourselves or others.  We may need to belittle ourselves, wallow in guilt, or keep holding on to some failure, some regrettable decision.  
 
How could Marietta Jaeger forgive?  How can any of us forgive?   I think we know.  At some point God’s grace breaks through, and we get the message: It makes no sense to go around unforgiven—or unforgiving.  But we may have to wait till that word of forgiveness falls on us.  
 
Have you noticed that we hear forgiveness spoken here every Sunday in this service?  From this pulpit a different person each Sunday speaks those bold words:  “My sisters and brothers, your sins are forgiven.”  We’re simply repeating the words Jesus gave to the woman and all of us.  “Your sins, which were many, are forgiven.”
 
I really believe that forgiveness may be the major reason we are a church. I believe that we come to church to be forgiven.  The only way to start over is to forgive and be forgiven.  “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”  
 
We are forgiven into the Christian community. We come here because we know that we cannot forgive ourselves.  Did you know that it’s impossible to forgive ourselves?  Frederick Buechner says, “To forgive oneself is like trying to sit in one’s own lap.”  We must hear the word of forgiveness from outside ourselves, from someone else, from the Other.  
 
Our job is to receive the forgiveness, not to block it.  God wants us to be free and faithful people, not to be burdened and trapped by guilt, anger, and pain.  Our job as church is to continue the ministry of Jesus.  That means a major part of our job description is forgiveness.
 
This means not only one-to-one forgiveness.  It involves public policy that serves only punitive goals and not restoration.  What about forgiving the debt of Third World nations—people in poverty?  What about stopping a death penalty that robs a person of God’s forgiveness, robs them from accepting forgiveness and restoration in their life?  
 
Forgiveness permits newness.  It is forgiveness that leads us to freedom, the freedom that comes when we realize that God loves us with a lavish and fierce love.  Forgiveness makes it possible for us to love.  We are all prodigal sons and daughters who come home expecting the worst, but we are welcomed with joy, forgiveness, love—and party.  “He dropped the charges.”
 
Your sins are forgiven.  It’s a radical word from Jesus.  And he got it from God, “who remembers our sins no more.”  (Jer. 31:34)
 
You might respond that this forgiveness stuff is too idealistic, maybe impossible.  We may have too much anger, resentment or pain ever to forgive like this. 
 
Of course we can’t do it by ourselves.  That’s why Jesus sent us the Holy Spirit.  When we open ourselves to the Spirit, then we are able to forgive and to accept forgiveness.  It’s a gift of the Spirit.  Gift!
 
Do you believe that?  I believe it, and I invite you to believe it too.
Amen.
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